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CHAPTERV

Danish Religious Life in Chicago - Trinity Church
When the Danes came to America, the Church of Denmark did not follow on their heels. The Danish Church
believed that most Danish emigrants were dissenters, not
supporters of the established Lutheran church. The Church
viewed Danish immigration as too small to support
churches, even in a city as large as Chicago. The few Danes
in America might join Norwegian congregations, thereby
maintaining ties with a similar form of Lutheranism. 1 The
problem of not having churches to attend was somewhat
unusual among immigrants. Catholic groups were welcomed
by the international Catholic Church, wherever they settled.
Such Protestants as the Swedes, Norwegians and Germans
founded churches, congregations inspired by the homeland's
church. The Danes who wished to do likewise would need
unusual motivation, in the absence of any support from
home.
No Danish churches appeared in America until 1869.
Most Danes in America at that time had arrived in the
previous decade, and their beliefs reflected the current trends
in Danish theology. Especially important was the split
between the followers of Nikolai Grundtvig 2 and the
supporters of the traditional church. Each group was
sufficiently strong for the dispute and disunity to grip
Denmark for a number of years. Danes in general were less
closely tied to their church in the 1860s than were other
nations at the time they produced immigrants. 3 The sources
of that development are beyond the scope of this study, but
they related to changes in Danish society and in the church's
social base.
Any effort to found Danish churches was thus handicapped by the hesitation of the Danish Church and the
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disinterest among immigrants. Yet some immigrants looked
to Denmark and attempted to bring the Danish Church to
America. Eventually they received aid from a private,
Grundtvigian
organization
in Denmark
called "The
Commission for the Propogation of the Gospel Among the
Danish People in America." The group helped the first few
Danish-American
congregations
to organize and call
ministers ordained in Denmark. 4 These new American
churches formed the Grundtvigian
"Church Mission
Society," with power to administer the churches. The
expectation was that the Danish Church would retain full
theological authority. 5
However,
the
Danish-American
church
never
developed in the manner the founders expected. First, few
Danes joined the American congregations. By 1890, only ten
percent of the Danish-Americans were so affiliated, as
compared with more than half of the Norwegians who joined
their church. 6 Second, the Danes quickly split into a Grundtvigian faction and a traditional faction called the "Inner
Mission" group. 7 These two developments insured that the
church would have a smaller influence on the DanishAmerican than it did on other ethnic groups.
It was inevitable that Danish churches in America
would differ from those in the old country, since the
established Danish Church could never become established
in America. Furthermore, the Church Elders in Copenhagen
could not lead the foreign missions with the firmness that
they exercised in Denmark. 8 While ministers ordained in
Denmark continued to serve in America, the Danish
authorities quickly lost their direct control of the American
missions. By 1879, the American congregations had become
autonomous and the Church Mission Society was commissioning preachers. 9 However, no episcopal authority
replaced the Danish hierarchy. According to the Church
Historian Paul Nyholm, Danish-American churches came to
emulate the structure of American churches: their church
governments were open to lay influence and were organized
congregationally. Although religious heritage continued to
affect the immigrants, their churches developed a generally
-76-

American style. 10 This result was unintentional,
but
11
common among Protestant immigrant churches.
The early history of the Chicago Danish community
reflected the substantial obstacles to the formation of a
Danish church. Although Dania appeared in 1862, no one
attempted to found a Danish congregation until 1872. 12
Finally a group of Chicago Danes gathered in March, 1872,
out of religious,
national,
cultural
and linguistic
13
motivations.
Not one Danish minister lived in Chicago, so
the Danes invited Pastor Adam Dan of Racine, Wisconsin,
to assist them in organizing Trinity Evangelical Danish
Lutheran Church. He agreed and commuted to Chicago for
weekly services. After a few months, however, he had to end
his participation. Since no other pastor could be found,
weekly services were suspended. The members of the church
wrote to the Danish Church, hoping to find a permanent
pastor. In October they received word of a candidate from
the Danish Church, who would come to Chicago. Trinity
immediately called this candidate to become pastor. But at
year's end, word came that he had refused to emigrate, and
no other candidate was immediately available. 14 Clearly
there were significant obstacles to Danish religious worship
in Chicago. For many years, no group could even be
gathered to consider forming a church. When Trinity was
founded, no local pastor could be located. The Danish
Church was so indifferent, it only belatedly assisted an
American congregation asking for guidance from the homeland.
In the succeeding years, Trinity evolved in the familiar
manner, beginning as a branch of the Danish Church but
gradually becoming autonomous. From its first days, the
church explicitly existed as a mission of the Church of
Denmark. 15 But the Church was not anxious to aid in the
formation of American congregations. Finally it did send to
Trinity a minister named J. A. Heiberg. He was empowered
to serve in America, provided he report annually to the
Bishop Primate of Denmark. 16 But when Heiberg arrived in
July, 1872, a competing body already had associated itself
with Trinity; the Church Mission Society, that organization
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formed for administrative purposes, had appointed a lay
preacher named Jens Jensen to work with Trinity. Thus the
church was led by a minister from the Danish Church and a
preacher from a competing American organization. 17 By
1879, the Danish Church's role had declined to the point that
the American churches were autonomous. 18 Trinity called a
new pastor in that year, and the Church Mission Society sent
A. S. Nielsen. 19 The church and minister were then
responsible to an American organization with power to
approve pastors. However, Trinity retained its autonomy.
Danish influence remained in two forms: services were conducted by Danish-trained
ministers 1n the Danish
language. 20
Chicago's only Danish church grew rapidly, becoming
the second largest Danish organization. By the close of 1874,
it had one hundred seventy-two members. 21 All Danish
Lutheran activities centered around Trinity, which began to
broaden its interests as Dania had done. Many of Trinity's
motives corresponded to Dania's. But as Philip Taylor
noted, churches had additional reasons for creating
subsidiary organizations. In so doing, the church could
compete with specialized secular groups, defending religion's
primary position in Danish life. 22 Trinity broadened its
appeal in the 1870s by establishing a Bible Hour, a confirmation class and a children's class. In the early 1880s it
added a day school and a children's home. Furthermore,
Trinity aided in the founding of Danish churches in such
nearby communities as Lake Forest, where Danes had settled
and needed spiritual guidance. 23 Trinity responded quickly
to the needs it saw in the Danish community, throughout the
Chicago area.
By the late 1870s, however, the changing patterns of
settlement began to influence Trinity, as they had Dania. A
South Side Danish community appeared and two new
Danish churches were formed. 24 Although it was no longer
the city-wide center for Danish Lutheranism, Trinity still
dominated the Northwest Side colony. Its home at Superior
and Bickerdicke Streets was within the Milwaukee Avenue
colony, but far enough northwest to avoid sudden desertion,
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as the Danes migrated. By the 1880s, however, the movement northwest began to leave Trinity behind.
In the early 1880s, Trinity's growing Humboldt Park
constituency demanded church services in their neighborhood. 25 This request touched off a struggle which would
generate enormous tensions within Trinity. The pastor
responded to the request by conducting twice-monthly
services in the new area, beginning in 1884. Soon the mission
in Humboldt Park added a branch Sunday school. But
Humboldt Park residents were dissatisfied with the church's
modest commitment. 26 The matter was discussed at a church
meeting in 1885, which revealed substantial divisions within
Trinity. Several Humboldt Park members spoke of Trinity's
spiritual and moral obligation to the new area, even
suggesting that the church move to Humboldt Park. 27 Most
congregants opposed such a drastic step, but compromise
was still possible. With church approval and aid, the
Humboldt Park members raised money to rent and maintain
quarters for a financially independent Humboldt Park
branch. The majority of Trinity's members viewed the new
building only as a mission and not as Trinity's future
home. 28 The supporters of the branch, however, became
increasingly dissatisfied with the lack of a full-fledged church
in their community. 29 The pastor reinforced their attitude by
stating that weekly services were necessary. But he proved
unable to devote sufficient time for that task.
With the lease on the branch due to expire in 1890,
matters were forced to a decision. In January, 1890, Trinity
learned that its Humboldt Park members were considering
the establishment of an autonomous congregation. A straw
ballot showed the congregation closely divided over whether
or not the two groups should separate. But they delayed
action until the February meeting. By then a new
congregation had formed; only one person spoke against the
split. Two brief meetings formalized the separation and St.
Ansgar's church was officially established. In all of the
meetings, no one suggested doctrinal grounds for the split.
Rather the geographical mobility of ethnic groups hampered
the formation and maintenance of stable congregations. 30 A
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single church could not possibly contain the growing and
dispersing Danish colony. Just as Dania gave way to various
specialized groups, Trinity had to tolerate other churches. 31
Besides generating regions of gro\A.rth of supporting
organizations
in · Humboldt Park, residential mobility
threatened the existence of such institutions as Trinity,
which remained behind. Trinity, however, was affected less
strongly than Dania, probably because of Trinity's better
location. Situated seven blocks west of Dania's last home in
the old area, Trinity was partially insulated from the
migration. But by the mid-1890s, discussion resumed on the
possibility of moving northwest with the people. 32 During
the following decade, however, no action was taken.
Trinity's membership stagnated after twenty-five years of
growth. 33 In 1906, Trinity finally bowed to population
succession, selling its building to a Ruthenian Catholic
congregation. 34 Trinity erected a new church on Cortez
Street in Humboldt Park, the third Danish church in that
area. 35
In considering the facts discussed in this chapter and in
Chapter IV, one might wonder if Trinity and Dania declined
in later years because they were somehow unresponsive to
Chicago's Danish community.
But two facts merit
consideration. First, Dania and Trinity could neither expect
nor control the geographical changes in the Danish colony,
which resulted in a community that no group could
encompass. Second, these and other organizations were
limited by their membership. If by 1885, most of Trinity's
congregants had lived in Humboldt Park, then the congregation would have moved at that time, as it did in 1905. Then it
would have benefited, not suffered, from the migration to
Humboldt
Park.
Since Trinity's
n1embership
was
concentrated in the old Milwaukee Avenue area in 1885, it
actually could not move, regardless of the realities of settlement patterns. Trinity, Dania and the other Danish societies
seemed to be victimized by the forces of population
succession. When the Danish colony and their members
moved, the groups could follow. But when the settlements
dispersed, these organizations literally had no place to go.
-80-

They therefore remained at their Humboldt Park locations.
It appears that the decline of the Danish organizations could
have been forestalled only by the maintenance of a
geographical and cultural community of Danes. Danish
groups could focus ethnic culture, but they could not
preserve the community and its spirit. It is this sense of
community and not the particular organizations which
ultimately failed.
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